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Abstract 
Types of teachers’ questions play an important role in teaching since they affect students’ participation in the process of 
negotiation of meaning. Therefore, in this study, an English as a foreign language (EFL) teacher’s questions along with the 
students’ responses to his questions were classified. A structured interview was also administered. It was found out that the 
number of coded/display and yes/no questions exceeded open/referential questions. Although the use of such questions seemed to 
be due to students’ level of proficiency, it was revealed that teachers’ low level of proficiency and lack of experience plays a 
great role in asking such questions. It was also revealed that the reason for the learners’ silence or reluctance to participate might 
have been due to the ineffective questioning technique(s). 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Rejection of language teaching methods as the principal determinant of success in second language learning has 
been one of the reasons for researchers to be interested in the analysis of classroom discourse. After the 
disappointment for finding the ideal method, researchers began to collect language data from the classroom itself 
and hypothesized that classroom interaction was the major variable affecting second language acquisition (SLA) 
(Ellis, 1990). Since teachers have determining roles in learning and due to the fact that teacher talk often dominates 
the classroom, studying teacher talk has been one of the aims of classroom discourse analysis. Teacher talk plays a 
crucial role in language learning since teachers typically have a superior status in the classrooms and they control 
topics of discourse and also provide the only live target input that the students are likely to receive (Cullen, 1998).  
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One manifestation of teacher talk is teacher  question. Teacher  question may serve various functions such as 
focusing attention, exerting disciplinary control, getting feedback and most important of all, encouraging students to 
participate. This is why different scholars (Brock, 1986; Gall, 1970; Wu, 1993) regard questioning as a worthwhile 
activity in teaching and consider it a popular method of involving students in a lesson and a tool for facilitating 
student participation.  
Teacher  questions have been categorized into: 1) open and closed questions, 2) display and referential 
questions, and 3) yes/no questions. Dalton-Puffer (2007) compares the terms referential and display questions and  
q
answers that are somehow qualitatively better, more authentic, more involved, longer, and more complex than 
On  to display questions [contrary to referential 
questions] are seen as notoriously restricted, quite often consisting of one , it seems that yes/no 
questions are helpful for beginners who are not competent enough to produce language as well as for those who 
emotionally do not feel ready to talk. 
The majority of the questions that teachers ask in these exchanges are display questions, or questions which are 
intended either to prompt the learners to display comprehension and/or command of accurate English (Thornbury, 
1996). In addition, they seem to be favored by most teachers; however, as Cullen (1998) argues, these types of 
questions if excessively used, do not have any communicative value. In second language teaching classrooms, 
asking display questions deprives the learners from the opportunities. As a result, students do not have any role in 
the production process. Instead, it is most likely that they repeat the information that is already available.  
Findingsof a number of studies(e.g., Yang,2010) demonstrate that display questions are commonly asked while 
referential questions are rarely asked. Moreover, for the former type of questions, the responses elicited are brief, 
with little elaboration, but the responses elicited by the latter type of questions are usually longer and syntactically 
more complex.  
Different studies have been carried out(e.g.,Shomoossi, 2004)t
context in Iran. However, there is no research in this context, to the researchers  knowledge, to investigate both 
teachers   in the classroom. This study is based on the above-mentioned limitations and 
the major purpose is to find out the type(s) of questions a language school teacher asked in five sessions of teaching 
of questions.  
2. Methodology 
This research is a case study in which the use of questions by an EFL teacher with little or no experience of 
teaching English in five consecutive sessions is explored. 
2.1. The participants 
The participants in this study were an EFL teacher and 15 pre-intermediate EFL students. The teacher was an 
M.A. student of Language Teaching who was not aware of the research subject. Moreover, he had just begun 
teaching EFL. The students were composed of 15 (7 male and 8 female) students who were aged 17-21. At this 
level, students are exposed to the language for 4.5 hours a week. The book used for the instruction was Top Notch 1-
1 A. 
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2.2. The data 
The data for the present study was the transcripts of five audio-taped English lessons. All lessons were taught by 
the same teacher. The whole class teacher-student interactions were transcribed. Each class time ran 90 minutes 
while the total transcribed time in the whole class teaching portion of the lessons is 38 minutes 30 minutes, 19 
minutes 22 minutes and 54 minutes respectively. The data was transcribed by the help of the teacher. Apart from the 
data of transcriptions, the teacher was interviewed and the results were interpreted. 
2.3. Data analysis 
2.3.1. Teacher questions 
only those questions beginning with interrogatives, but the utterances ended with rising intonation were also 
regarded to be questions. Through the analyses of the lesson transcripts, the number of different types of teacher 
 as suggested by Thompson (1997). This included 
1) yes/no questions, 2) open and closed questions, and 3) display and referential questions which were later counted. 
In order to count the number of different categories of questions easily, the open or referential questions were 
categorized into the same group and closed or display questions were also grouped together. 
2.3.2.  
An interview with predetermined questions was employed in the study. The questions were taken from a 
interview consists of 9 open-
ended questions ' 
participation and language learning. 
3. Results and findings 
3.1. Analysis of different types of questions the teacher asked 
The total number of questions asked in five executive sessions was 160. It is evident that the majority of 
questions were devoted to display and close questions and rarely referential and open questions to which the teacher 
himself did not know the answers were used (See Table 1). The kind of input for interaction was
answer. Generally, questions of this type are closed and do not instigate any discussion. 
The types of questions asked were mostly yes/no and closed/display questions with the total number of 83 and 
61, re
students were pre-intermediate and learners at this stage are supposed to produce longer stretches of discourse. 
Moreover, based on the related literature (e.g. Brock, 1986; Yang, 2010) it was expected that referential questions 
instigate longer stretches of discourse. 
Table 1. Types of questions the teachers asked 
Type of questions asked Session1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5 
Yes no questions 18 (58.06%) 14 (63.64%) 12 (46.16 %) 6 (17.14%) 33 (71.74%) 
Closed and display questions 12 (38.70%) 8 (36.36%) 11 (42.31%) 24 (68.57%) 6 (13.05%) 
Open and referential questions 1 (3.24%) 0 (0%) 3 (11.54%) 5 (14.29%) 7 (15.21%) 
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Total number of questions asked 31 22 26 35 46 
 
Table 2. Length of student responses for different types of questions asked by the teacher 
Types and lengths of responses Session 1 Session 2 Session3 Session 4 Session 5 
Yes/No Questions      
One word 91.8% 90.6% 94% 92.5% 90.3% 
Two/three words 8.2% 9.4% 6% 7.5% 9.7% 
Close and display questions      
Three or less words 87.3% 86% 84.2% 82.1% 79.8% 
More than three words 12.7% 14% 15.8% 17.9% 20.2% 
Open/referential questions      
Three or less words 97.4% 98.2% 100% 95.6% 96.6% 
More than three words 2.6% 1.8% 0% 4.4% 3.4% 
to make sure whether they 
 This last kind of question was used when the teacher explained something, for example, a grammatical point 
or gave an explanation about something. It seemed that when the teacher asked such questions he expected to 
receive affirmative answers from all students. Teachers used a number of general questions which were not directly 
addressed to 
answer to such questions was either silence, which meant the students did not know the answer or did not get the 
point, or a choral affirmative response. Close
e very short. Open/referential 
questions were rarely asked. These types of question included those like   
sort of questions required small stretches of discourse and the learners were not required 
to produce more than a sentence to answer them. Most of the open/referential questions were used before reading 
the texts or after it. It seems that these questions were used as advance organizers. They were also used as warm up 
questions. These were 
following conversation is an example of this type of questions. 
Teacher: Suppose that you are going to backpack. Where would you go and what would you do? What would 
you take with yourself? 
Students: (No answer). 
Teacher: Would you choose remote areas in the country? 
One of the students: No I would go to North of Iran. 
It seems that students had no background information about backpacking, although they had a picture in front of 
them which showed two men with their backpack. The teacher kept on asking the same question and paraphrasing it. 
The reason for limited  might 
regarding backpacking. It also seems that using questions which are loaded with cultural differences decreases 
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. Furthermore, it is likely that the ineffective questioning technique was 
another reason for learners  silence or reluctance to participate. Although the number of referential questions in this 
study was few, those referential questions resulted in more participation. These questions were those which were 
related to the students  own lives and that sought their opinions.  
It was also observed that as for closed/display questions, the wait time to get answers from the students to 
answer the open/referential questions was not enough. When the teacher received no answer from the students, in a 
short time, he either paraphrased the question or chose to answer the question himself.  
There were also questions asked by the teacher which were not clear to the student 
questions was, they preferred to remain silent.  
s asking question was that his questions were sometimes addressed to the 
whole class and at other times to individual students. It interesting  to note that the questions directed to whole class 
were often display ones but those directed to an individual student were referential. 
3.2. interview 
The interview consisted of three parts. Since it was assumed that the teacher may not be familiar with the 
 
some examples. 
3.2.1. The questions that the teacher answered 
behaviour in general: Questions 1-3 
Part B: Display questions: Questions 4-6 
Part C: Referential questions: Questions 7-9 
 
Question 1: How much class time do you think you spend on question-and-answer exchanges in the classroom? 
The answer was 55 percent. This shows that for him, question-and-answer exchanges were important. Too, the 
teacher believed that by questions-and-answers in which students exchange their information, a lot of learning takes 
place or at least, their learning is facilitated. Also, questions-and-answers provide students with a kind of 
brainstorming. 
 
 
He noted that questions can help teachers 
eginner and intermediate classes, questions can be considered as 
classroom management and discipline.  
 
 
The teacher noted that questioning enhances learning since questions result in grammar and also vocabulary 
formation. Moreover, to produce language and this causes language 
 
 
Question 4: Out of 50 questions that you ask in the classroom, how many of them do you think are display 
questions? 
As he had already mentioned, the teacher stated that the number of display questions is related to  level 
of proficiency. He also stated that out of 50 questions, he devotes approximately 35 to 40 of them to display 
questions. This means 70% of the questions; however, the real practice of the teacher in the classroom demonstrated 
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that the display questions were more than what he guessed. In fact, the percentage of the display questions was far 
more than what was expected to be; something like 90% of the whole questions asked in the classroom. 
 
Question 5: How do you think dis  
awareness and boost their confidence. He added that although these questions may not result in students  critical 
thinking, they may pave the way for their participation and this participation may lead to acquisition. It seemed that 
the teacher valued highly pedagogical questions as pedagogical tools in the EFL classroom. 
 
Question 6: How do you  
He explained that no matter what type of question he asks, he expects his students to make use of the questions 
and begin to negotiate with the classmates as well as 
have some sort of pair work activities; however, when they do this, they do not take their conversation serious. 
When I ask them questions, they are all ears and do their best to provide the nee
shows that the teacher is not experienced enough to set different tasks for the classroom to engage them in different 
activities without his involvement.  
 
nguage development? 
The teacher had the opinion that asking students referential questions allows language learners express 
themselves, their opinions and ideas. This results, as he believed, in creating genuine conversations. Meanwhile, 
using referential questions makes students try to answer them by using their own personal/real opinions and in this 
way, they can use language in a more fruitful manner. However, as he explained, his students in the present class do 
not make use of the opportunities created  
 
 
better.  
 
Question 9: For which level(s) are referential questions more appropriate and beneficial, beginners or advanced 
learners? Why?  
The teacher claimed that referential questions are more beneficial and appropriate for higher levels, since 
students are more proficient in their L2 and their vocabulary repertoire is wider, too. He noted that if he asked 
beginner students referential questions, they would prefer to keep silent, or switch to their mother tongue instead of 
trying to speak in the L2. 
4. Conclusion 
The study focused on a teacher s questioning behavior in anEFL classroom- the kind of questions he asked, the 
purpose of asking such questions and the kind of answers and participations they provoked. Through tape recording, 
it was found out that coded/display and yes/no questions outnumbered open/referential questions. Moreover, the 
responses of all types of questions were generally made up of single words or simple phrases.  
There are lots of reasons for teacher s use of display questions. Among all the reasons, ciency 
seems to be the most influencing factors. Moreover, it was revealed that inexperienced teachers tend to ask more 
closed/ display questions. It was also likely that since the teacher in the study does not have a satisfactory mastery of 
second language, he prefers to ask close questions since he either cannot produce suitable questions or is not able to 
provide full answers to the questions if learners redirected the questions to him. Although the proficiency level of 
students may justify the use of display questions (Shomoossi, 2004), referential questions even in close form are 
necessary to involve students in real communication (Dalton-Puffer, 2007). They result in more purposeful 
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evelopment (Yang, 2010). Despite the strong 
support for referential questions in the literature, in line with  study, it was also found out that 
hers to make use of 
one can not conclude that 
referential questions are useful for language learning and display ones are not.  
Another issue gleaned from the study is -time. In this study, the teacher did not give the learners 
enough opportunity to respond to the questions. According to Tuan and Nhu (2010), a suitable pause should last 3-4 
seconds.  
One of the important implications of the present study is that in order to let the EFL learners produce 
syntactically longer responses to the questions and get them involved in interaction with higher levels of cognitive 
interaction, teachers should give them enough background regarding the issue he is asking questions about. It might 
be the case even when people are interacting in their native language and do not have enough time they would be 
reluctant to talk. 
All in all, based on the findings, it can be suggested that ain more 
awareness regarding their questioning techniques. Moreover as Menegale (2008) suggests, the plan of the lesson 
should give more space to students, providing them with more opportunities to answer those types of questions 
which extend their thinking and which encourage them to increase their contributions . This may need 
their awareness of different techniques in order to employ both display and 
referential questions in the appropriate context. 
References 
Brock, C. A. (1986). The effect of referential question on ESL classroom discourse. TESOL  Quarterly, 20, (1), 46-59. 
 
Cullen, R. (1998). Teacher talk and the classroom context. ELT Journal, 52(3), 189-187. 
 
Dalton-Puffer, C. (2007). Discourse in content and language integrated learning (CLIL) classrooms.Amsterdam: Benjamins. 
Ellis, R. (1990). Instructed second language acquisition. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers. 
 
Gall, M. D. (1970). The Use of Questions in Teaching, Review of Educational Research, 40, 707-721. 
 
Menegal, M.(2008). Expanding teacher-student interaction through more effective classroom questions: from traditional teacher-fronted lessons 
to student-centred lessons in CLIL. Retrieved November 2011 from http://lear.unive.it/bitstream/10278/1005/1/05Menegale.pdf 
 
The effect of asking referential questions on the participation and oral production of lower level language learners in reading 
classes.  
 
The Reading 
Matrix, 4, 96-104. 
 
Thompson, G. (1997). Training teachers to ask questions. ELT Journal, 51(2), 99-105. 
 
Thornbury, S. (1996). Teachers research teacher talk. ELT Journal, 50(4), 279-289. 
 
Tuan, L. T., & Nhu, N. T. (2010). Theoretical review on oral interaction in EFL classrooms. Studies in Literature and Language, 1(4), 29-48. 
 
Yang, C. C. R. (2010). Teacher questions in second language classrooms: An investigation of three case studies. Asian EFL Journal, 12(1), 181-
201. 
